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 ?Sticky ? Proximities: Sibling Relationships and Education 
Dr Katherine Davies 
 
 
Abstract 
Drawing upon qualitative interviews and focus groups with young people, this article 
expounds the importance of sibling relationships in shaping their experiences of and 
orientations towards education. The article contributes to literature about the socially 
ĞŵďĞĚĚĞĚŶĂƚƵƌĞŽĨ ǇŽƵŶŐƉĞŽƉůĞ ?ƐĞĚƵĐĂƚŝŽŶĂů ũŽƵƌŶĞǇƐ, arguing for the need to 
account for the significance of siblings. &ŽůůŽǁŝŶŐ ^ŵĂƌƚ ?Ɛ(2007) notion of  ‘ƐƚŝĐŬǇ ?
relationships, the paper demonstrates how sibling relationships can be characterised 
by particular proximities; connections that make siblings ŝŵƉŽƌƚĂŶƚĨŽƌǇŽƵŶŐƉĞŽƉůĞ ?Ɛ
educational experiences regardless of whether the relationships are perceived as 
positive. The paper demonstrates three ways that sibling relationships are particularly 
proximate. Firstly normative scripts and obligations pertaining to gendered and birth 
order-specific sibling roles influence when and how siblings offer support to one 
another at school. Secondly, resemblances between siblings ĨĂĐŝůŝƚĂƚĞƚŚĞ ‘ƌƵďďŝŶŐŽĨĨ ?
of reputation between siblings at school. Finally, the ability to observe a sibling ?s 
progression through the education system means siblings can become foils against 
which young people measure and assess their own educational experiences. In 
highlighting theƐĞ  ‘ƐƚŝĐŬǇ ƉƌŽǆŝŵŝƚŝĞƐ ? ? ƚŚĞ ĂƌƚŝĐůĞ builds and extends a sociology of 
siblingship, demonstrating how sibling relationships ĂĨĨĞĐƚǇŽƵŶŐƉĞŽƉůĞ ?ƐĞĚƵĐĂƚŝŽŶ ?
 
Key words 
Siblings-embeddedness-education-family-relatedness-resemblances-proximity-
relationships-school-youth 
 
Introduction 
Sibling relationships, including those with full, step or half siblings, are a central 
ƌĞůĂƚŝŽŶƐŚŝƉ ŝŶ ŵĂŶǇ ǇŽƵŶŐ ƉĞŽƉůĞ ?s lives. Sibling relationships are embedded in 
young ƉĞŽƉůĞ ?ƐƚŚŽƵŐŚƚƐĂŶĚƉƌĂĐƚŝĐĞƐ ?ŝŶĨůƵĞŶĐŝŶŐƚŚĞŝƌƉĞƌĐĞƉƚŝŽŶƐĂŶĚĞǆƉĞƌŝĞŶĐĞƐ
of education. Relationships with siblings can traverse home and school, with siblings 
ofteŶ ŚĞůƉŝŶŐ ŽŶĞ ĂŶŽƚŚĞƌ Ăƚ ƐĐŚŽŽů ĂŶĚ ǇŽƵŶŐ ƉĞŽƉůĞ ďĞŝŶŐ  ‘ŬŶŽǁŶ ? ďǇ ƚŚŽƐĞ
teachers and pupils who have encountered their brothers or sisters. Even when 
siblings do not attend the same school at the same time, their sibling relationships can 
carry over into school through their knowledge of a sibling ?Ɛ ĞǆƉĞƌŝĞŶĐĞ ?Indeed, 
growing up in the same familial generation, often in the same household, can make 
siblings a foil  W a comparison and accounting tool - for young people when considering 
their progress at school and watching an older sibling advance though the education 
system can provide a unique insight into ĂǇŽƵŶŐƉĞƌƐŽŶ ?Ɛ own educational journey.  
 
Despite this significance, siblings have been largely overlooked in sociological 
accounts of ǇŽƵŶŐ ƉĞŽƉůĞ ?Ɛ ĞǆƉĞƌŝĞŶĐĞƐ ŽĨ ƐĐŚŽŽů and their orientations towards 
educational transitions, which have focused upon the role of parents (Ball et al 2013; 
Devine 2004) or friends (Brooks 2005; Hey 1997) in these processes. Drawing upon 
interviews and focus groups with young people of UK secondary school age (11 to 15), 
this article argues that siblings profoundly ŝŶĨůƵĞŶĐĞ ǇŽƵŶŐ ƉĞŽƉůĞ ?Ɛ ĞĚƵĐĂƚŝonal 
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journeys. Following Smart (2007), sibling ƌĞůĂƚŝŽŶƐŚŝƉƐĐĂŶďĞĐŽŶƐŝĚĞƌĞĚƚŽďĞ ‘ƐƚŝĐŬǇ ?
in their capacity to accompany young people between the contexts of home and 
school, so that siblings share a particular proximity to one another at school even 
when their ƌĞůĂƚŝŽŶƐŚŝƉƐĂƌĞŶŽƚ ‘ĐůŽƐĞ ?ŝŶƚŚĞƐĞŶƐĞŽĨďĞŝŶŐĐŚĂƌacterised by positive 
emotions, shared activities or intimacies.  
 
The paper demonstrates how normative scripts about gender and birth-order related 
responsibilities create a sense of proximity between siblings at school. Next the article 
explores how resemblances between siblings, particularly physical resemblances, 
publicly represent relational and genetic proximities, shaping reputations with peers 
and teachers. Finally the data reveal ways in which the generational and domestic 
proximities of siblingship, particularly amongst siblings who have grown up in the 
same household, can enable younger siblings to ůĞĂƌŶ ĨƌŽŵ ƚŚĞŝƌ ŽůĚĞƌ ƐŝďůŝŶŐƐ ?
educational experiences over time. The paper concludes by arguing that these  ‘ƐƚŝĐŬǇ ?
proximities highlight the importance of accounting for siblingship in our sociological 
understandings of education.  
 
Theorising sibling proximities and education 
 
Existing research on siblings and education 
The majority of work on relational facets of education have focussed upon parents 
(Ball et al 2013; Devine 2004) and, to a lesser extent, friends (Brooks 2005) and there 
has been relatively little attention given to the role of siblings in shaping young 
ƉĞŽƉůĞ ?ƐĞǆƉĞƌŝĞŶĐĞƐŽĨĂŶĚŽƌŝĞŶƚĂƚŝŽŶƐƚŽǁĂƌĚƐĞĚƵĐĂƚŝŽŶ ?Most existing work on 
siblings and education has concentrated ŽŶ ‘ŵĞĂƐƵƌŝŶŐ ?ƚŚĞŝŶĨůƵĞŶĐĞŽĨƐŝďůŝŶŐƐĂƐĂ
potential source of social (dis)advantage with large-scale statistical studies analysing 
the effects of aspects of siblingship including size of sibship, birth order position, 
spacing and sex composition on educational achievement (Carr Steelman et al 2002; 
Hauser and Wong 1989; Kuo and Hauser 1997; Sandefur and Wells 1999). These works 
do not consider yoƵŶŐƉĞŽƉůĞ ?ƐŽǁŶƉĞƌƐƉĞĐƚŝǀĞƐŽĨ their sibling relationships and, 
although findings differ, tend to follow ColemĂŶ ?Ɛ  ? ? ? ?ŵĂƌĞ8) claim that having a 
sibling can be a disadvantage in education because siblings dilute parentally-provided 
social capital (see also Conley 2004).  
 
Research undertaken by The Families and Social Capital ESRC Group formed at London 
South Bank University in 2002, and later continued under the ESRC Timescapes 
 ‘^ŝďůŝŶŐƐĂŶĚ&ƌŝĞŶĚƐ ?ƉƌŽũĞĐƚ ? has also theorised siblings as a source of social capital 
but has addressed tendencies towards adult-centred orientations, conceptualising 
children and young people as actors in the transmission of social capital and includes 
some of the few empirical projects which explore advantages derived from sibling 
relationships from the perspectives of young people. For example, Holland discusses 
ŚŽǁ ŽůĚĞƌ ƐŝďůŝŶŐƐ ĐĂŶ ƉƌŽǀŝĚĞ  ‘ŝŶƐŝĚĞƌ ŝŶĨŽƌŵĂƚŝŽŶ ? ĂƐ ǁĞůů ĂƐ Ă  ‘ďƌŝĚŐĞ ? ƚŽ ŶĞǁ
friendships at school (2008:12). Hadfield et al (2006) demonstrate how older siblings 
can be a source of support for young people who are experiencing bullying at school, 
regardless of the quality of the relationship. Gillies and Lucey (2006) stress the 
importance of siblings for providing knowledge about school and teenage culture. 
More recently, Aaltonen (2016) has pointed to how older siblings provide knowledge 
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to young people preparing to leave compulsory education in Finland. It is notable that, 
whilst their focus remains on the advantages derived from sibling relationships, many 
of these works also indicate that sibling support may be situated in relationships that 
are not wholly positive or harmonious.  
 
As with studies of education, sibling relationships have been overlooked in sociological 
accounts of family relationships more generally (Davies 2015; Edwards et al 2006; 
Mauthner 2005a; Edwards, Mauthner and Hadfield 2005). There have however been 
notable empirical studies, by Edwards et al (2006), Mauthner (2005a; 2005b) and 
Punch (2005), providing a constructionist conceptualisation of the meanings and 
realities of being/having a sibling as multiple, negotiated and continuously shifting 
whilst also influenced by underlying social structures. These authors acknowledge the 
ambivalence at the heart of many sibling relationships (see also Heath et al 2008), 
pointing to ways in which ĐŚŝůĚƌĞŶ ?ƐĂŶĚǇŽƵŶŐƉĞŽƉůĞ ?ƐƐŝďůŝŶŐƌĞůĂƚŝŽŶƐŚŝƉƐĐĂŶďĞ
characterised by conflict as well as by shared activities and confidences. In a previous 
article Davies (2015) has also indicated the importance of sibling relationships for 
shaping young peŽƉůĞ ?ƐƐĞŶƐĞŽĨƐĞůĨ ?ǇĐŽŶĐĞƉƚƵĂůŝƐŝŶŐĞĚƵĐĂƚŝŽŶĂƐĂŶĞŵďĞĚĚĞĚ
experience, this paper builds upon these ways of understanding siblingship, focusing 
upon how the practices, norms and identity-shaping aspects of sibling relationships 
render them uniquely ƉŽƐŝƚŝŽŶĞĚ ƚŽ ŝŶĨůƵĞŶĐĞ ǇŽƵŶŐ ƉĞŽƉůĞ ?Ɛ ĞĚƵĐĂƚŝŽŶĂů
experiences, choices and transitions. 
 
Embedded relationalities: theorising  ?ƐƚŝĐŬǇ ?sibling proximities 
Whilst not concentrating specifically on siblings, there is a larger body of work which 
ĐŽŶĐĞƉƚƵĂůŝƐĞƐ ǇŽƵŶŐ ƉĞŽƉůĞ ?Ɛ ĞĚƵĐĂƚŝŽŶĂů ĐĂƌĞĞƌƐ ĂƐ ƌĞůĂƚŝŽŶĂůůǇ ĐŽŶƐƚŝƚƵƚĞĚ ? dŚŝƐ
ǁŽƌŬĐŽƵŶƚĞƌƐĂƐƐƵŵƉƚŝŽŶƐƚŚĂƚǇŽƵŶŐƉĞŽƉůĞ ?ƐĞĚƵĐĂƚŝŽŶĂůũŽƵƌŶĞǇƐĂƌĞŝŶĐƌĞĂƐŝŶŐůǇ
individualised experiences, contributing an understanding of educational experiences 
and decision-making as socially embedded and thus providing a theoretical 
framework able to incorporate numerous relational influences. For example, in their 
study of non-participation in Higher Education Heath et al (2008; 2010) took a 
networked approach to the analysis of educational decision-making, incorporating the 
influence of parents, friends, siblings and others in the choices young people make. 
Wyn et al (2011) also point to the significance of family for young Australians in their 
critique of the indŝǀŝĚƵĂůŝƐĞĚ ĐŽŶĐĞƉƚ ŽĨ  ‘ƚƌĂŶƐŝƚŝŽŶ ? ? ^ŶĞĞ ĂŶĚ ĞǀŝŶĞ ? ? ? ? ? ?- in 
exploring the reproduction of class and gender inequalities - argue that educational 
ĚĞĐŝƐŝŽŶƐĂƌĞĞŵďĞĚĚĞĚǁŝƚŚŝŶǇŽƵŶŐƉĞŽƉůĞ ?ƐŶĞƚǁŽƌŬƐ ?ĚĞŵŽŶƐƚƌĂƚŝŶŐthe role of 
social ties in narratives of transition. Finn (2015) argues for a relational understanding 
of Higher Education, exploring the significance of family, friends and partners in young 
ǁŽŵĞŶ ?ƐĞĚƵĐĂƚŝŽŶĂůĞǆƉĞƌŝĞŶĐĞƐ (see also Brooks 2005). 
 
Unpacking the concept of embeddedness, Smart argues that ƐƵĐŚ  ‘ŝŶƚĞƌǁŽǀĞŶ ?
relationships are  ‘ǀĞƌǇ ƐƚŝĐŬǇ ? ? ďĞĐĂƵƐĞ;  ‘it is hard to shake free from them at an 
emotional level and their existence can continue to influence our practices and not 
ũƵƐƚŽƵƌ ƚŚŽƵŐŚƚƐ ? ?  ? ? ? ? ?:45) For Smart embeddedness cannot be seen as either a 
 ‘ŐŽŽĚ ?Žƌ ‘ďĂĚ ?ƋƵĂůŝƚǇ ?ƌĂƚŚĞƌŝƚƐŝŵƉŽƌƚĂŶĐĞĂƐĂĐŽŶĐĞƉƚůŝĞƐŝŶŝƚƐƌĞĨůĞĐƚŝŽŶŽĨ ‘the 
tenacity ŽĨƚŚĞƐĞďŽŶĚƐĂŶĚůŝŶŬƐ ? ? ? ? ? ? P ? ?). This  ‘ƐƚŝĐŬŝŶĞƐƐ ?ŝƐƉĂƌƚŝĐƵůĂƌůǇƉĞƌƚŝŶĞŶƚ
when applied to sibling relationships, which can be simultaneously characterised by 
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feelings of ambivalence and conflict (Punch 2008; Heath et al 2008), and explains why 
siblings ŵĂǇŝŶĨůƵĞŶĐĞŽŶĞĂŶŽƚŚĞƌ ?ƐĞĚƵĐĂƚŝŽŶĂůĞǆƉĞƌŝĞŶĐĞƐĂŶĚŽƌŝĞŶƚĂƚŝŽŶƐĞǀĞŶ
ǁŚĞŶŶŽƚƚǇƉŝĐĂůůǇ ‘ĐůŽƐĞ ? ? 
 
This paper takes forward conceptualisations of education as embedded and relational, 
ƉŽŝŶƚŝŶŐ ƐƉĞĐŝĨŝĐĂůůǇ ƚŽ ƚŚĞ ƌŽůĞ ŽĨ ƐŝďůŝŶŐƐ ŝŶ ƐŚĂƉŝŶŐ ǇŽƵŶŐ ƉĞŽƉůĞ ?Ɛ ŽƌŝĞŶƚĂƚŝŽŶƐ
towards their educational careers. The article argues that the relational features of 
siblingship denote proximities which make siblingship a particularly significant 
relational form for young people at school. First the paper ƉŽŝŶƚƐ ƚŽ ƚŚĞ  ‘ƐƚŝĐŬǇ ?
connection between siblings at school who provide support regardless of the quality 
of the relationship. It is ĂƌŐƵĞĚƚŚĂƚƚŚŝƐ ‘ƐƚŝĐŬŝŶĞƐƐ ?ŝƐĐĂƵƐĞĚďǇŶŽƌŵƐĂŶĚŽďůŝŐĂƚŝŽŶƐ
ƐƵƌƌŽƵŶĚŝŶŐƐŝďůŝŶŐďŝƌƚŚŽƌĚĞƌƌŽůĞƐ ?,ŽǁĞǀĞƌ ?ƚŚĞ ‘ƐƚŝĐŬǇ ?ƉƌŽǆŝŵŝƚŝĞƐŽĨƐŝďůŝŶŐƐŚŝƉ
are more than just normative and the paper goes on to demonstrate how relational 
and domestic proximities between siblings spill over into their school relationships, 
reputations, behaviours and plans.  
 
The study 
This article draws upon data from a qualitative study of 9 focus groups with 75 young 
people aged 11 to 15 (33 girls, 42 boys) and 26 interviews with 41 young people (17 
boys, 24 girls) of the same age conducted individually, in pairs and groups of three. 
Interviews took place in schools, youth clubs and homes in the North of England 
between 2007 and 2008 and explored experiences of growing up, including sibling 
relationships. Focus groups took place in secondary schools in the same periodi and  
covered ǇŽƵŶŐƉĞŽƉůĞ ?ƐŶŽƌŵĂƚŝǀĞƵŶĚĞƌƐƚĂŶĚŝŶŐƐŽĨƚŚĞƌŽůĞŽĨĨĂŵŝůǇĂŶĚĨƌŝĞŶĚƐŝŶ
shaping their lives.  
 
Participants were recruited from three schools in the North of England, selected to 
access young people from a mix of ethnic and economic backgrounds:  ‘,ŝŐŚĨŝĞůĚƐ ? and 
 ‘ZŽŵƐďƌŝĚŐĞ ? ?ďŽƚŚůĂƌŐĞĐŽŵƉƌĞŚĞŶƐŝǀĞƐǁŝƚŚĞĐŽŶŽŵŝĐĂůůǇŵŝǆĞĚĐĂƚĐŚŵĞŶƚĂƌĞĂƐ ?
ĂŶĚ ‘^ƚ^ ƚĞƉŚĞŶƐ ? ?a small Roman Catholic secondary school in a deprived area). Young 
people were also recruited from three youth clubs:  ‘dŚĞ&ƌĞĞĚŽŵĞŶƚƌĞ ? (a specialist 
arts centre),  ‘ƐƚĂƚĞ ǇŽƵƚŚĐůƵď ?(situated on a deprived housing estate) ĂŶĚ  ‘ZƵƌĂů
ǇŽƵƚŚĐůƵď ?(in an affluent rural village).  
 
dŚŽƵŐŚƉĂƌƚŝĐŝƉĂŶƚƐǁĞƌĞŽĨƚĞŶƵŶĂďůĞƚŽƉƌŽǀŝĚĞƐƵĨĨŝĐŝĞŶƚĚĞƚĂŝůƐŽĨƚŚĞŝƌƉĂƌĞŶƚƐ ?
occupations to facilitate categorisation by NS-SEC, the different fieldwork locations 
provide indications of the social locations of participants. Classed narratives of 
privilege, ambition and deprivation were particularly important in the context of the 
housing estate where young people commonly spoke about their perceived lack of job 
and educational opportunities and in the rural youth club and mixed catchment 
schools where participants often alluded to the desirability of apparently middle class 
ƚƌĂũĞĐƚŽƌŝĞƐŝŶǀŽůǀŝŶŐƵŶŝǀĞƌƐŝƚǇĂŶĚĂ ‘ƉƌŽĨĞƐƐŝŽŶĂů ?ĐĂƌĞĞƌ. There were 27 non-white 
focus group participants and 9 non-white interviewees who defined their ethnicity in 
ĂƐŚŽƌƚƋƵĞƐƚŝŽŶŶĂŝƌĞĂƐ ‘ŵŝǆĞĚƌĂĐĞ ? ? ‘ďůĂĐŬƌŝƚŝƐŚ ?Žƌ ‘ƐŝĂŶƌŝƚŝƐŚ ?. The arts-based 
youth club was particularly diverse and emphasised Caribbean-influenced art, music 
and dance. Despite the small numbers of young people in each group, there were 
interesting narratives about the role of ethnic, cultural and religious norms 
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surrounding sibling relationships and although an exploration of the role of ethnicity 
in shaping sibling relations in schools is not possible here, this is an important area for 
further study. 
 
dŚĞĂŝŵƐŽĨƚŚĞƉƌŽũĞĐƚĂƐĂǁŚŽůĞǁĞƌĞƚŽĞǆƉůŽƌĞŚŽǁǇŽƵŶŐƉĞŽƉůĞ ?ƐƌĞůĂƚŝŽŶƐŚŝƉƐ
impacted upon their understandings ŽĨŚŽǁƚŚĞǇǁĞƌĞ ‘ƚƵƌŶŝŶŐŽƵƚ ? ?ŶŽƚũƵƐƚĂƚƐĐŚŽŽů
but in terms of their sense of personhood more generally. An exploration of the role 
of sibling relationships in these processes was built into the design of the project from 
the beginning and the analysis presented in this paper is derived from the aspects of 
the interviews and focus groups that covered sibling relationships in relation to 
education experiences and aspirations.  Data were analysed using thematic and 
narrative analytical techniques and coded according to key themes, many of which 
emerged during analysis such as resemblance, sibling roles and emotional aspects of 
similarities and differences between siblings. This thematic analysis was combined 
with in-depth analyses of individual cases to better understand the context and 
ŶĂƌƌĂƚŝǀĞ ĨŽƌŵĂƚŝŽŶ ŽĨ ǇŽƵŶŐ ƉĞŽƉůĞ ?Ɛstories. Pseudonyms were assigned to all 
participants though it was not always possible to ascertain who was speaking in focus 
group discussions. 
 
Negotiated normative proximities: Obligation and sibling support in school 
The data reveal a normative understanding of the gendered and birth-order specific 
support young people felt they ought to provide to their siblings at school. Support 
was overwhelmingly described as passing from older to younger siblings as a taken-
for-granted by-product of birth order position and it was common for young people 
to view the position of an elder sibling as characterised by increased responsibility, 
with being the youngest sibling often viewed as the most advantageous birth order 
position as a consequence. This taken-for-granted way in which young participants 
spoke of the role of an older sibling is reminiscent of Ribbens McCarthy et al ?Ɛ (2003) 
argument that, despite familial relationships being multiple, fluid and negotiated, 
 ‘ĞǀĞƌǇĚĂǇ ‘ĨĂŵŝůǇ ?ĚŝƐĐŽƵƌƐĞŝƐĐŽŶĐĞƌŶĞĚǁŝƚŚĐŽŶƐƚŝƚƵ ŝŶŐĨĂŵŝůǇas if it were indeed 
just a coŚĞƌĞŶƚ ĂŶĚ ƐŽůŝĚ ĞŶƚŝƚǇ ?(2003:29, original emphasis). The normative 
expectations surrounding sibling birth-order positions, reinforced in populist news 
media and fictional portrayals of sibling relationships, in familial practices and in 
educational policy and school practices, ĞĨĨĞĐƚŝǀĞůǇ  ‘Ĩŝǆ ? ďŝƌƚŚ-order roles which, as 
Punch (2005) argues are in fact negotiated and contested in practice. The following 
quotation from Sofia is typical of the ways older siblings discussed using their greater 
experience and understanding of school culture to help equip their younger siblings 
with the tools necessary to negotiate school socialities. This help is given despite Sofia 
having described a decidedly tumultuous relationship with her younger sister:  
 
Sofia: The other day she was like, ĐŽƐƐŚĞĚŽŶ ?ƚǁĞĂƌŵĂŬĞƵƉŽƌĂŶǇƚŚŝŶŐ, but she was like, 
 ‘tŝůůǇŽƵƉƵƚƚŚŝƐŵĂŬĞƵƉŽŶĨŽƌŵĞ ? ?ĂŶĚ/ǁĂƐůŝŬĞ ? ‘zĞĂŚ ?ĂŶĚƚŚĞŶƐŚĞǁĂƐůŝŬĞĂƐŬŝŶŐŵĞ
to borrow my clothes and stuff. 
Interviewer P ?Are you quite happy to encourage that or..? 
^ŽĨŝĂ P/ĚŽŶ ?ƚǁĂŶƚŚĞƌƚŽďĞůŝŬĞ ?ǁĞŝƌĚ ? 
(year 9ii, Highfields school) 
 
6 
 
This knowledge about how to perform femininity at school passed between many 
sisters in the sample and was often cited by girls as a reason for wanting an older 
sister. The way Sofia explains her willingness to help in terms of not wanting her sister 
ƚŽďĞ ‘ǁĞŝƌĚ ?ŐŝǀĞƐƚŚĞŝŵƉƌĞƐƐion that her motives are obvious to her; Ă ‘ŶĂƚƵƌĂů ?ƉĂƌƚ
of her role as a big sister. 
 
Gendered narratives of brothering also centred around the idea of  W particularly older- 
ďƌŽƚŚĞƌƐ ĂƐ  ‘ƉƌŽƚĞĐƚŽƌƐ ? ŽĨ ƐŝƐƚĞƌs and were expressed by male and female 
participants. Despite such strongly gendered narratives of sibling roles, young people 
did not necessarily describe acting in accordance with these ideals and there was 
slippage between narratives of lived sibling relationships and normative ideals of how 
these relationships ought to be practiced, what Gillis (1996) terms the idealised 
families we live by versus the realities of the families we live with. The following 
example from a joint interview with friends Lindsay (who has 5 siblings, older and 
ǇŽƵŶŐĞƌ ?ĂŶĚ'ĞŵŵĂ ?ǁŚŽďĞĞŶĂŶ ‘ŽŶůǇĐŚŝůĚ ?ŵŽƐƚŽĨŚĞƌůŝĨĞ ?ŝƐƚǇƉŝĐĂůǁŝƚŚ'ĞŵŵĂ
ĚĞĐůĂƌŝŶŐƚŚĂƚƐŚĞǁŽƵůĚůŝŬĞĂŶŽůĚĞƌƐŝďůŝŶŐ ‘ƚŽůŽŽŬƵƉƚŽ ?ĚĞƐƉŝƚĞŚĂǀŝng witnessed 
>ŝŶĚƐĂǇ ?ƐƉƌŽďůĞŵĂƚŝĐƐŝďůŝŶŐƌĞůĂƚŝŽŶƐŚŝƉƐĨŝƌƐƚŚĂŶĚ P 
 
Lindsay: like when we were younger and I still had like a little brother in my room and she 
ƵƐĞĚƚŽĐŽŵĞƌŽƵŶĚƚŽŵŝŶĞĂŶĚůŝŬĞŝƚŐŽƚĚĞĂĚŚĞĐƚŝĐĂŶĚƐƚƵĨĨ ?ƐŽ/ĚŽŶ ?ƚƚŚŝŶŬƐŚĞǁŽƵůĚ
want any other brothers or sisters. 
Gemma: Well I do! I want an older brother or sister but too late now. 
Interviewer: Why do you think you would want an older brother or sister? 
Gemma: Like to look up to and stuff. 
(year 9, Highfields school) 
 
This slippagĞďĞƚǁĞĞŶ'ĞŵŵĂ ?ƐŝĚĞĂůŝƐĞĚǀŝĞǁƐĂŶĚ>ŝŶĚƐĂǇ ?ƐůŝǀĞĚĞǆƉĞƌŝĞŶĐĞƐŝƐĂůƐŽ
ĐůĂƐƐĞĚ ?>ŝŶĚƐĂǇ ?ƐĞǆƉĞƌŝĞŶĐĞƐŽĨƐŝďůŝŶŐƐŚŝƉĂƌĞŝŶĨŽƌŵĞĚďǇƚŚĞĐƌĂŵƉĞĚĐŽŶĚŝƚŝŽŶƐ
in the small house she shares with her brothers and sisters. Lindsay had even 
attempted to persuade her parents to allow her to move into the garden shed in order 
to enjoy the privacy Gemma took for granted in her more spacious home. 
 
These descriptions of birth-order and gender specific responsibilities introduce a 
sense of obligation to the support provided by older siblings. In their study of family 
obligations, Finch and Mason (1993) found that generalised ideas about moral 
obligation towards kin did not map directly onto practices ďĞĐĂƵƐĞƉĞŽƉůĞ ?ƐŶŽƌŵĂƚŝǀĞ
sense of obligation was enacted in their lived relationships. Thus, family obligations  W 
such as those attached to being an older sibling - are negotiated in relation to lived 
relationships rather than fully prescribed by wider normative scripts. In the following 
example from a year 10 focus group at St Stephens School it is clear how moral ideals 
and normative scripts about gender roles ĂŶĚďŝƌƚŚŽƌĚĞƌŝŶƚĞƌĂĐƚǁŝƚŚǇŽƵŶŐƉĞŽƉůĞ ?Ɛ
lived experiences of their sibling relationships:  
 
Boy:  Like I want a son about three years older than the girl cos then the boy can stick up 
for the girl if anything happens. 
Interviewer PKŬĂǇ ? do you not think it can work the other way around then? 
Boy:  Girls sticking up for lads? 
Girl:  Not as much.  
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ŽǇ P/ƚ ?ĚďĞďĞƚƚĞƌƚŽŚĂǀĞĂƐŝƐƚĞƌƚŚĂƚ ?ƐůŝŬĞŽŶĞǇĞĂƌǇŽƵŶŐĞƌƚŚĂŶǇŽƵƐŽǇŽƵĐĂŶŬĞĞƉ
an eye on her in school and that.  
 ? 
'ŝƌů PzĞĂŚ ?ƵƚƚŚĞŶǇŽƵ ?ůůŚĂǀĞĂůůǇŽƵƌƚŝŵĞŽŶƚŚĞŵǁŽŶ ?ƚǇŽƵ ?
 ? 
Boy: So? You stick up for your relatives.  
Girl:  But my brother never sticks up for me ? ,Ğ ?ĚũƵƐƚůŽǀĞŵĞƚŽŐĞƚďĂƚƚĞƌĞĚ ?ŚĞŚĂƚĞƐ
me.  
 ? 
ŽǇ P^ŽŝĨƐŽŵĞŽŶĞǁĞƌĞŐŽŶŶĂĐŽŵĞƌŽƵŶĚƚŽǇŽƵƌŚŽƵƐĞŚĞ ?ĚĚŽŶŽǁƚ ?ǀĞŶŝĨŝƚǁĞƌĞ
a boy? 
Girl:  No, he would batter a boy.  
Boy:  Right then.  
 
This quote provides a typical example of the interplay between normative ideas about 
what siblings ought to do and lived experiences of sibling relationships in the ways 
young people spoke about the transference of support from older to younger siblings. 
TŚĞ Őŝƌů ?Ɛ ĂƚƚĞŵƉƚƐ ƚŽinsert her experiences of her own sibling relationship are 
ultimately thwarted by the further addition of a threat from a boy, indicating the 
strength of these gendered norms. This slippage does not mean that normative ideals 
and lived relationships comprise  ‘ŵĂĚĞ ƵƉ ? ǀĞƌƐƵƐ  ‘ƌĞĂů ? ĂĐĐŽƵŶƚƐ ŽĨ ƐŝďůŝŶŐ ƌŽůĞƐ ?
rather they are mutually implicated and, along with the particulars of the research 
interaction itself, make up what Gubrium and Holstein (2009) tĞƌŵ ƚŚĞ  ‘ŶĂƌƌĂƚŝǀĞ
ĞŶǀŝƌŽŶŵĞŶƚ ?. This can be seen in the ways opinions were voiced, challenged and 
modified as a result of the focus group discussion itself as well as in relation to the 
wider social context of a school in a deprived inner-city area where notions of 
 ‘ƉƌŽƚĞĐƚŝŽŶ ?ĂƌĞůŝŬĞůǇƚŽŚĂǀĞƉĂƌƚŝĐƵůĂƌƌĞƐŽŶance. 
 
When older siblings did provide the support expected of them due to their birth order 
position, this was often described as reluctantly given. Many participants expressed 
annoyance and irritation at ďĞŝŶŐ ‘ďŽƚŚĞƌĞĚ ?ďǇĂyounger sibling with older siblings 
describing feeling burdened ďǇƚŚĞŝƌǇŽƵŶŐĞƌƐŝďůŝŶŐƐ ?need for support at school. The 
following example from friends Poppy and Abigail indicates how the support younger 
siblings talked about receiving from older siblings is often begrudgingly given: 
 
Poppy: Last year all of her [sister ?Ɛ ?ĨƌŝĞŶĚƐƵƐĞĚƚŽĐŽŵĞƵƉĂŶĚŐŽ ? ‘dŚĞǇ ?ǀĞĨĂůůĞŶŽƵƚ ?
ĐĂŶǇŽƵŵĂŬĞƚŚĞŵďĞĨƌŝĞŶĚƐ ? ?Žƌ ‘EĂĚŝŶĞ ?ƐĐƌǇŝŶŐĂŐĂŝŶ ? ?/ƚǁĂƐĚĞĂĚĂŶŶŽǇŝŶŐ ? 
 ? 
ďŝŐĂŝů P ?ŵǇŽƚŚĞƌƉƌŽƉĞƌďƌŽƚŚĞƌ ?ǇĞĂŚ ?ŚĞǁĂƐƌĞĂůůǇĂŶŶŽǇŝŶŐ ?ŚĞŬĞƉƚcoming up to me 
ĂŶĚƐĂǇŝŶŐ ? ‘WĞŽƉůĞĂƌĞŚƵƌƚŝŶŐŵĞ ? ?/ĨĞůƚƐŽƌƌǇĨŽƌŚŝŵďƵƚŝƚǁĂƐƌĞĂůůǇĂŶŶŽǇŝŶŐ ?,ĞĚŝĚ
it all, nearly every day. 
(year 7, rural youth club) 
 
 
Most sibling relationships of support lay dormant at school to be activated only when 
needed, echoing Hadfield et al (2006) ?Ɛanalysis of bullying support. Thus even where 
normative ideals of how an older sibling ought to behave towards his/her younger 
siblings at school were actualised, they were done so rarely and were not indicative 
of a generĂůůǇƐƵƉƉŽƌƚŝǀĞƌĞůĂƚŝŽŶƐŚŝƉ ?dĂŬĞŚĂŶĞůůĞ ?ƐĚĞƐĐƌŝƉƚŝŽŶƐŽĨŚŽǁƐŚĞƌĞůĂƚĞƐ
to her older brother at school: 
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ŚĂŶĞůůĞ PĞĐĂƵƐĞǁĞ ?ƌĞďŽƚŚ ?ŝŶĨƌŽŶƚŽĨŽƵƌĨƌŝĞŶĚƐ ?ůŝŬĞƐĂǇ ?ŝĨŽŶĞŽĨƵƐƐĂŝĚ ‘,ŝǇĂ ?Žƌ
ƐŽŵĞƚŚŝŶŐ ? ǁĞ ?Ě ũƵƐƚ ŝŐŶŽƌĞ ĞĂĐŚ ŽƚŚĞƌ ?Kƌ ǁĞ ?Ě ?just ƐĂǇ  ‘^ŚƵƚ ƵƉ ? Žƌ
ƐŽŵĞƚŚŝŶŐ ?tŚĞƌĞĂƐǁŚĞŶǁĞ ?ƌĞĂƚŚŽŵĞǁĞĂĐƚƵĂůůǇĚŽƐƉĞĂŬ ? 
Interviewer: if you were having a problem at school, would you have gone to your brother 
ĞǀĞŶƚŚŽƵŐŚǇŽƵǁĞƌĞŶ ?ƚƚŚĂƚ ? 
Chanelle: Yeah, I would have gone to my brother if I was having a problem in school and, 
ůŝŬĞ ?/ ?ĚƚĞůůŚŝŵĂďŽƵƚŝƚ ?ďĞĐĂƵƐĞŚĞ ?ƐŽůĚĞƌƚŚĂŶŵĞ ĂŶĚŚĞ ?ƐƉƌŽďĂďůǇďĞĞŶƚŚƌŽƵŐŚŝƚ
ďĞĨŽƌĞ ?ƚŚĞŶŚĞ ?ĚŬŶŽǁƐŽŵĞĂĚǀŝĐĞƚŽŐŝǀĞŵĞ ? 
(year 8/9, Freedom Centre) 
 
These descriptions of the ambivalence at the heart of the transference of support 
between siblings at school, expressed by same and mixed-sex siblings, echo the work 
of Holland (2008) and Gillies and Lucey  (2006) where young people were found to 
derive social capital from their siblings even where relationships were difficult. I have 
extended this argument by demonstrating how support can be garnered from older 
siblings even in difficult relationships due to gendered normative obligations 
surrounding how siblings ought to behave towards one another. It is notable that this 
support is often performed differently at school and home and in front of different 
audiences with many participants offering support more reluctantly in the public, 
formal setting of school. Regardless, all young people noted the obligation to help if 
deemed necessary. The normative discourses surrounding sibling roles gives these 
relationships a parƚŝĐƵůĂƌ ‘ƐƚŝĐŬŝŶĞƐƐ ? ?^ŵĂrt 2007) making it difficult for young people 
to free themselves of their responsibilities towards their siblings. Although young 
people can draw upon their friendships for support at school (Brooks 2005; Hey 1997), 
the moral obligation to help kin is different. Normative scripts about the rules and 
morals of doing friendship do exist, but tend to relate more to friendship as a 
reflection of the self (Smart et al 2012) and are less prescriptive, with different types 
of friendship comprising different friendship practices (Spencer and Pahl 2006). Young 
people are thus more obligated to offer support to their siblings, the norms and 
ŽďůŝŐĂƚŝŽŶƐƐƵƌƌŽƵŶĚŝŶŐƐŝďůŝŶŐƐŚŝƉŵĂŬŝŶŐŝƚĂƉĂƌƚŝĐƵůĂƌůǇ ‘ƐƚŝĐŬǇ ?ƌĞůĂƚŝŽŶĂůĨŽƌŵĨŽƌ
young people which carries over between school and home.  
 
 
Relational proximities: Resemblance and reputation  
Participants spoke about how having a brother or sister who was known to teachers 
and peers ŵĞĂŶƚƚŚĂƚƚŚĞŝƌƌĞƉƵƚĂƚŝŽŶĐŽƵůĚ ‘ƌƵďŽĨĨ ?ŽŶƚŚĂƚŽĨ ƚŚĞŝƌƐŝďůŝŶŐƐ ?ĂĨĨĞĐƚŝŶŐ
how they were perceived. These ďĞŶĞĨŝƚƐĂŶĚƉŽƚĞŶƚŝĂůƉŝƚĨĂůůƐŽĨďĞŝŶŐ ‘ŬŶŽǁŶ ?ĚƵĞ
to ĂƐŝďůŝŶŐ ?ƐƌĞƉƵƚĂƚŝŽŶŝŶĚŝĐĂƚĞ how reputations can  ‘ƌƵďŽĨĨ ?on other members of 
ƚŚĞĨĂŵŝůǇ ?ďŽƚŚŝŶƚĞƌŵƐŽĨďĞŝŶŐƌĞĐŽŐŶŝƐĞĚĂƐĂƉĂƌƚŝĐƵůĂƌƉĞƌƐŽŶ ?ƐƐŝďůŝŶŐĂƐǁĞůůĂƐ
ďĞŝŶŐƐĞĞŶƚŽƐŽŵĞŚŽǁĞŵďŽĚǇĂƐƉĞĐƚƐŽĨĂƐŝďůŝŶŐ ?ƐƌĞƉƵƚĂƚŝŽŶ ?dŚŝƐ ‘ŬŶŽǁŶ- ĞƐƐ ?ŝƐ
enhanced when siblings look alike, the physical resemblance encouraging others to 
make a connection between them and to assume other similarities. These 
ƌĞƐĞŵďůĂŶĐĞƐ ĂƌĞ ůŝŬĞůǇ ƚŽ ďĞ ƉĂƌƚŝĐƵůĂƌůǇ ƉŽƚĞŶƚ ĚƵƌŝŶŐ ŽŶĞ ?Ɛ ƐĐŚŽŽů ĚĂǇƐ ǁŚĞƌĞ
siblings are especially comparable; negotiating school at a similar time, often 
ĞŶĐŽƵŶƚĞƌŝŶŐ ƚŚĞ ƐĂŵĞ ƚĞĂĐŚĞƌƐ ĂŶĚ ƉĞĞƌƐ ? ^ŝďůŝŶŐƐ ? ŐĞŶĚĞƌ ǁĂƐ ŶŽƚ ĚĞƐĐƌŝďĞĚ ďǇ
participants as affecting the impact of resemblances between them though a number 
of teachers who I spoke to in the course of the research described often confusing 
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same-sex siblings for one another. Mason identifies a public fascination with 
ƌĞƐĞŵďůĂŶĐĞƐ ? ǁŚŝĐŚ ĂƌĞ  ‘ŝŶ ƐŽŵĞ ǁĂǇƐ ĚĞĞƉůǇ ƉĞƌƐŽŶĂůďƵƚ ĂƌĞ ĂůƐŽ ƉƵďůŝĐůǇ
perceived, constructed, commenteĚŽŶĂŶĚƐƉĞĐƵůĂƚĞĚĂďŽƵƚ ? ? ? ? ? ? P30).  As physical 
ƌĞƐĞŵďůĂŶĐĞƐĂƌĞ ‘ŚŝŐŚůǇĐŚĂƌŐĞĚǁŝƚŚŬŝŶƐŚŝƉ ?(Mason 2008:31, original emphasis), 
their evidential nature means that, what Carsten (2004) would term ƚŚĞ ‘ƐƵďƐƚĂŶĐĞ ?
of kinship (blood, genes, biogenetic substances) are implicated in young peŽƉůĞ ?Ɛ 
reputation and identity at school when they are seen to resemble their sibling(s). 
DĂƌƌĞĂŶĚĞƐƚĂƌĚ ? ? ? ? ? ?ĚĞƐĐƌŝďĞƚŚŝƐĂƐƚŚĞƌĞĐŽŐŶŝƚŝŽ ŽĨƚŚĞ ‘ĨĂŵŝůǇďŽĚǇ ?, tying 
together the social identities of family members. Thus, when siblings are seen by peers 
and teachers to look alike, they are often assumed to be alike in other ways.  
 
In terms of being socially successful at school, having a siblŝŶŐǁŚŽŝƐ ‘ŬŶŽǁŶ ?ďǇŽƚŚĞƌƐ
was found to ŚĂǀĞ Ă ĚŝƌĞĐƚ ŝŵƉĂĐƚ ƵƉŽŶ ŽŶĞ ?Ɛ ŽǁŶ ƐƚĂŶĚŝŶŐ ǁŝƚŚŝŶ ŚŝĞƌĂƌĐŚŝĞƐ ŽĨ
popularity and it was possible for young people to garner more respect from their 
peers due to the reputation of their sibling. Take the following comment made by Tom 
about why he thinks people may feel positive about a physical resemblance with an 
older brother:  
 
ŽƐ ǇŽƵ ŐĞƚ ŬŶŽǁŶ ĨŽƌ ŝƚ ?>ŝŬĞ ? ŝĨ ǇŽƵƌ ďƌŽƚŚĞƌ ?Ɛ ŬŶŽǁŶ ?ĞĐĂƵƐĞ ? ůŝŬĞ ? ŝĨ ǇŽƵƌ ďŝŐ
ďƌŽƚŚĞƌ ?Ɛ ?ůŝŬĞ ?ŬŶŽǁŶ ?ĂŶĚƚŚĞŶĂůůůŝŬĞ ?ĞǀĞƌǇŽŶĞǁŚŽŚĂŶŐƐĂďŽƵƚǁŝƚŚǇŽƵƌďƌŽƚŚĞƌůŝŬĞ
knows you because of your big brother. 
(year 8, Estate youth club) 
 
DŽůůǇ ĂŶĚ >ŽŝƐ ĞǆƉƌĞƐƐĞĚ ƐŝŵŝůĂƌ ǀŝĞǁƐ ĂďŽƵƚ ƚŚĞ ďĞŶĞĨŝƚƐ ƚŽ ŽŶĞ ?Ɛ ƌĞƉƵƚĂƚŝŽŶ ŽĨ
sharing a physical resemblance with a sibling, ǁŚŝĐŚƚŚĞǇĚĞƐĐƌŝďĞĂƐ ‘ŶŝĐĞ ? ?this time 
ďĂƐĞĚŽŶ>ŽŝƐ ?ƐĞǆƉĞƌŝĞŶces with her elder brother who is well known at school and in 
the local neighbourhood: 
 
Interviewer PtŚǇĚŽǇŽƵƚŚŝŶŬ ŝƚ ?ƐŶŝĐĞƚŽ ?ŬŝŶĚŽĨ ? ůŽŽŬ ůŝŬĞƉĞŽƉůĞ ?,ĂǀĞǇŽƵŐŽƚĂŶǇ
theory? 
Molly: Cos then ƉĞŽƉůĞƐĂǇ ? ‘KŚ/ƐĂǁǇŽƵďĞĨŽƌĞ ?ĂŶĚƚŚĞŶƚŚĞǇůŽŽŬĂƚyou, they can go, 
 ‘KŚǇŽƵ ?ƌĞƐŽĂŶĚƐŽ ?ƐůŝƚƚůĞƐŝƐƚĞƌ ?ƐŽƚŚĞǇŬŶŽǁǇƵƚŚĞŶ ? 
>ŽŝƐ P dŚĂƚ ?Ɛ ǁŚĂƚ / ŵĞĂŶ ? ďĞĐĂƵƐĞ ? ůŝŬĞ ? ŝĨ ƚŚĞǇ ƌĞƐƉĞĐƚ ǇŽƵƌ ďƌŽƚŚĞƌ ƚŚĞǇ ?ƌĞ ŐŽŝŶŐ ƚŽ
ƌĞƐƉĞĐƚǇŽƵŝĨǇŽƵůŽŽŬĂďŝƚůŝŬĞŚŝŵĂƌĞŶ ?ƚǇŽƵ ?ĂƐǁĞůů ? 
(year 10, Estate youth club) 
 
/ƚŝƐƐŝŐŶŝĨŝĐĂŶƚƚŚĂƚƚŚĞŝĚĞĂŽĨ ‘ŬŶŽǁŶŶĞƐƐ ?ĐĂŵĞĂĐƌŽƐƐŵŽƐƚƐƚƌŽŶŐůǇŝŶƚŚĞĂĐĐŽƵŶƚƐ
of young people interviewed at Estate Youth Club where participants spoke of the 
 ‘ƌƵďďŝŶŐŽĨĨ ?ŽĨƚŚŝƐƐƚŝŐŵĂƚŝƐĞĚƉůĂĐĞŽŶƚŚĞŝƌƌĞƉƵƚĂƚŝŽŶƐĂƚƐĐŚŽŽůand where being 
ŬŶŽǁŶ ǁŝƚŚŝŶ ƚŚĞ  ‘ĐŽŵŵƵŶŝƚǇ ? ŽĨ ƚŚĞ ĞƐƚĂƚĞ ǁĂƐ ŝŵƉŽƌƚĂŶƚ ǁŝƚŚŝŶ ƚŚŝƐ ĐŽŶƚĞǆƚ ŽĨ
deprivation and stigmatization. The centrality of older brothers in these discussions of 
ŬŶŽǁŶŶĞƐƐŝƐƌĞŵŝŶŝƐĐĞŶƚŽĨŐĞŶĚĞƌĞĚŶŽƌŵƐĂƌŽƵŶĚ ‘ƉƌŽƚĞĐƚŝŽŶ ?ĂŶĚŝŶĚŝĐĂƚĞƐƚŚĞ
complĞǆŝƚŝĞƐ ŽĨ ŐĞŶĚĞƌ ŝŶ ƚŚĞ  ‘ƌƵďďŝŶŐ ŽĨĨ ? ŽĨ ƌĞƉƵƚĂƚŝŽŶ ǁŚŝĐŚ ŽĐĐƵƌƌĞĚ ďĞƚǁĞĞŶ
mixed and same-sex siblings. 
 
Teachers were also implicated ŝŶƚŚĞ ‘ƌƵďďŝŶŐŽĨĨ ?ŽĨƌĞƉƵƚĂƚŝŽŶďĞƚǁĞĞŶƐŝďůŝŶŐƐ ?16 
young people talked in interviews of being likened to a brother or sister (including half 
and step siblings) by teachers at school, or having witnessed this happening to others, 
and it was discussed as a common practice in all focus groups. This likening was seen 
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ĂƐŝŵƉĂĐƚŝŶŐƵƉŽŶŚŽǁƚĞĂĐŚĞƌƐǀŝĞǁĞĚǇŽƵŶŐƉĞŽƉůĞ ?ƐďĞŚaviour, intelligence and 
attitude to school. Many participants attested to concerns that teachers may think 
less of them if their sibling ?ƐƌĞƉƵƚĂƚŝŽŶĂƚƐĐŚŽŽůŝƐŶŽƚƉŽƐŝƚŝǀĞĂŶĚŚĞ ?ƐŚĞis not seen 
as intelligent or well behaved. As Craig (year 10, Estate youth club) commented, he is 
pleased he does not attend the same school as his older brothers and sisters because, 
 ‘ŝĨ/ǁĞŶƚƚŚĞŝƌƐĐŚŽŽů ?ƚŚĞǇ ?ĚĂůůĞǆƉĞĐƚŵĞƚŽďĞůŝŬ ƚŚĞŵ ?/ ?ĚŚĂǀĞƚŽ ?ůŝŬĞ ?ǁĞůů ?ůŝǀĞ
down to their reputatiŽŶ ‘ĐŽƐŵŝŶĞ ?ƐďĞƚƚĞƌƚŚĂŶƚŚĞŝƌƐ ? ?Others who had siblings who 
did have  ‘ŐŽŽĚ ? ƌĞƉƵƚĂƚŝŽŶƐsaw comparisons and assumptions of similarity as 
beneficial to their reputation with teachers. Sadia (year 10, Highfields School), for 
example describes how she likes it when teachers remember her older sisters because 
ƚŚĞǇĂƌĞůŝŬĞůǇƚŽƐĂǇƚŚŝŶŐƐůŝŬĞ ? ‘ƚŚĂƚƚŚĞǇǁĞƌĞǁŽŶĚĞƌĨƵůĂŶĚǇŽƵ ?ƌĞƌĞĂůůǇĂůŝŬĞ ? ?Ɛ
DŽůůǇ ?ǇĞĂƌ ? ? ?ƐƚĂƚĞǇŽƵƚŚĐůƵď ?ƐƵŵŵĂƌŝƐĞƐ ? ‘ŝƚĚĞƉĞŶĚƐŝĨƚŚĞǇ ?ǀĞbeen naughty or 
ŐŽŽĚŝŶƐĐŚŽŽůĚŽŶ ?ƚŝƚƌĞĂůůǇ ? ?
 
This transference of reputation ƚŚƌŽƵŐŚ ƚŚĞ  ‘ƌƵďďŝŶŐ ŽĨĨ ? ŽĨ ĂŶ ŽůĚĞƌ ƐŝďůŝŶŐ ?Ɛ
reputation indicates a proximity between siblings that is different to the active help 
provided by older siblings described in the previous section as it is a wholly unintended 
consequence of the sibling relationship and one over which young people have little 
control. Again the data indicate it is birth-order specific and reputation tends to 
transfer from older to younger siblings, though this time the burden of this inequality 
in exchange is felt more often by younger siblings who may be advantaged or 
disadvantaged as a result. The evidential nature of relatedness between siblings, who 
may be obviously related due to looking alike or sharing a surname, means that 
siblings often experience a particularůǇ  ‘ƐƚŝĐŬǇ ? sort of relational proximity that can 
carry over into the context of school ĂŶĚĐĂŶŶŽƚďĞǁŝůĨƵůůǇ  ‘ƐŚĂŬĞŶŽĨĨ ?, bringing a 
ǇŽƵŶŐ ƉĞƌƐŽŶ ?Ɛ ƐŝďůŝŶŐ ŝŶƚŽ ƚŚĞŝƌ ĞǀĞƌǇĚĂǇ ƐĐŚŽŽů ĞǆƉĞƌŝĞŶĐĞƐ ĞǀĞŶ ŝĨ ƚŚĞǇ are not 
physically together at the same school at the same time. This public  ‘ƌƵďďŝŶŐŽĨĨ ? of 
characteristics from one sibling to another is likely to impact upon their experiences 
of school in terms of their friendships and relationships with teachers and iii as well as 
implicating their perceptions of their own talents and capabilities more generally. 
Thus, the relational - and often genetic - proximities that have the effect of the 
 ‘ƌƵďďŝŶŐ ŽĨĨ ? ŽĨ ƚƌĂŝƚƐ ďĞƚǁĞĞŶ ƐŝďůŝŶŐƐ ĂƌĞ ŝŵƉŽƐĞĚĞǆƚĞƌŶĂůůǇ ? ŝŶ ƚŚĞ ƌĞĂĐƚŝŽŶƐ ŽĨ
others, and are more constraining and less agentic than the proximities implicated by 
normative scripts about obligations pertaining to sibling roles which are negotiated by 
young people within their relationships. 
 
Temporal and domestic proximities: Siblings as a  ?ĨŽŝů ? 
Watching an older sibling progress through the education system can have a 
significant impact upon the ways young people conceptualise themselves at school. 
Observing an older sibling face important moments, make choices and progress 
through education enabled many young people in the sample to better imagine what 
experiences, such as attending university, might be like for them. The sibling 
relationship (particularly when siblings have grown up in the same household) offers 
a proximity not usually present in other social relationships (such as with older peers) 
in that the longevity of the sibling relationship and the day-to-day nature of 
ŽďƐĞƌǀĂƚŝŽŶƐĂŶĚĐŽŶǀĞƌƐĂƚŝŽŶƐŵĞĂŶƚŚĂƚŬŶŽǁůĞĚŐĞŽĨĂƐŝďůŝŶŐ ?ƐĞǆƉĞƌŝĞŶĐĞcan 
 ‘ƐŽĂŬŝŶ ?ŽǀĞƌƚŝŵĞ. Even participants who had not directly asked their older siblings 
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for advice (though many had) had a clear sense of what they thought things had been 
like for them. These impressions are constructed relationally within the context of the 
family and the dynamics of this have been discussed elsewhere (Davies 2015). 
 
Older siblings did not have to ďĞƐŽĐŝĂůůǇŽƌĂĐĂĚĞŵŝĐĂůůǇ ‘ƐƵĐĐĞƐƐĨƵů ?ĂƚƐĐŚŽŽů to be 
useful. Some young people explicitly reflected upon how observations of their older 
ƐŝďůŝŶŐƐ ? ďĞŚĂǀŝŽƵƌ ŚĂĚ ŵŽƚŝǀĂƚĞĚ ƚŚĞŵ ƚŽ ĐŚĂŶŐĞ ƚŚĞŝƌŽwn attitude to their 
schooling so as to secure a different outcome. These young people were often able to 
ƉŝĞĐĞ ƚŽŐĞƚŚĞƌ ƚŚĞŝƌ ŬŶŽǁůĞĚŐĞ ŽĨ ƚŚĞŝƌ ƐŝďůŝŶŐ ?Ɛ ƐĐŚŽŽl career at various points, 
ŝĚĞŶƚŝĨǇŝŶŐĐĂƵƐĂůĨĂĐƚŽƌƐĂƐƚŽƚŚĞŝƌƐŝďůŝŶŐ ?ƐƉĞƌĐĞŝǀĞĚůĞǀĞůŽĨƐƵĐĐĞƐƐŽƌĨĂŝůƵƌĞ ?dĂŬĞ
the following comment by Aiden about his older sister and how his perceptions of her 
struggles with studying and the subsequent pay-off of her hard work have affected 
the way he approaches his own onerous school work:  
 
When she was trying to get into university, I know how hard it is cos she was getting 
annoyed and ƚŚĞŶƚŚĞǁŽƌŬƉĂŝĚŽĨĨ ?^Ž/ ?ůůďĞůŝŬĞ ? ‘ǇĞĂŚ ?/ ?ŵĚŽŝŶŐĂů ƚŽĨǁŽƌŬ ?/ĚŽŶ ?ƚ
like it, but it might pay off for me ?.  
(year 8, Romsbridge School) 
 
Cameron Simmonds (year 10, Highfields School)iv also considered his own actions at 
school in light of his ŽůĚĞƌďƌŽƚŚĞƌƐ ?ƚƌĂũĞĐƚŽƌŝĞƐ ?ďŽƚŚŽĨǁŚŽŵǁĞƌĞƐĂŝĚďǇƚĞĂĐŚĞƌƐ
to have succumbed to what they termed  ‘dŚĞ^ŝŵŵŽŶĚƐ ?ŽǁŶĨĂůůĂƚzĞĂƌEŝŶĞ ?. The 
ƚĞĂĐŚĞƌƐ ?ĂƐƐƵŵƉƚŝŽŶǁĂƐƚŚĂƚĂŵĞƌŽŶǁŽƵůĚĨŽůůŽǁƚŚĞƐĂŵĞƚƌĂũĞĐƚŽƌǇand start 
to flounder when he reached year 9 ? ĂŵĞƌŽŶ ŝŶƚĞƌƉƌĞƚĞĚ ƚŚĞ ŶĂƌƌĂƚŝǀĞ ŽĨ  ‘dŚĞ
^ŝŵŵŽŶĚƐ ?ŽǁŶĨĂůů ?ĂƐĂŶŝŶĐĞŶƚŝǀĞƚŽĂĐƚĚŝĨĨĞƌĞŶƚůǇĂŶĚďƌĞĂŬƚŚĞƉĂƚƚĞƌŶƐƚĂƚŝŶŐ ?
 ‘/ũƵƐƚǁĂŶƚĞĚƚŽƉƌŽǀĞ ‘ĞŵǁƌŽŶŐ ? ?The way Cameron discussed his observations of 
the outcome ŽĨŚŝƐďƌŽƚŚĞƌƐ ?ƐĐŚŽŽůexperiences, relating this to his own attempts to 
secure a different outcome for himself, indicates his longitudinal vantage point as a 
younger sibling and the relational way he makes sense of his own school self: 
 
My oldest brother was a lot like me; he did his work, he just proper got along with his 
ǁŽƌŬĂŶĚƚŚĞŶĂďŽƵƚǇĞĂƌŶŝŶĞŚĞƐƚĂƌƚĞĚŵŝǆŝŶŐǁŝƚŚƚŚĞǁƌŽŶŐĐƌŽǁĚ ? ůŝŬĞ /ŚĂǀĞŶ ?ƚ
ĚŽŶĞ ?ĂŶĚŚĞƐƚĂƌƚĞĚŐŽŝŶŐŽĨĨŚŝƐǁŽƌŬĂŶĚũƵƐƚŵĞƐƐŝŶŐĂďŽƵƚ ?,ĞŵŝƐƐĞĚ ?ůŝŬĞƚŚĞĨŝƌƐƚ
two years of college because he was wŽƌŬŝŶŐĂŶĚǁĂƐĂŵĞƐƐ ?He messed up pretty much 
ďƵƚƚŚĞŶŶŽǁŚĞ ?ƐďĂĐŬŽŶƚƌĂĐŬ ?ŚĞ ?ƐŐŽƚĂƉĂƌƚ-ƚŝŵĞ ũŽďĂŶĚŚĞ ?ƐĂƚĐŽůůĞŐĞ ? But my 
ŽƚŚĞƌďƌŽƚŚĞƌ ?ŚĞ ?ƐŐŽƚĂŶĂƉƉƌĞŶƚŝĐĞƐŚŝƉ ?,ĞŐŽƚ ?ŚĞĚŝĚƉƌĞƚƚǇŵƵĐŚĞǆĂĐƚly the same as 
him ? ďƵƚŚĞŚĂƐŶ ?ƚĚĞĐŝĚĞd to go to college. 
 
The chronology of the formation of this narrative is significant. Although Cameron tells 
ƚŚĞƐƚŽƌǇŝŶ ‘ĐŚƌŽŶŽůŽŐŝĐĂůŽƌĚĞƌ ?ƐƚĂƌƚŝŶŐǁŝƚŚŚŽǁŚŝƐďƌŽƚŚĞƌƐďĞŚĂǀĞĚŝŶƚŚĞŝƌĞĂƌůǇ
secondary school years, explaining what happened at year nine and concluding with 
ƚŚĞ ‘ŽƵƚĐŽŵĞ ?ŽĨƚŚĞƐƚŽƌǇ ?ǁŚĂƚƚŚĞǇĂƌĞĚŽŝŶŐŶŽǁ ? ?ŝƚŝƐůŝŬĞůǇƚŚĂƚŚĞŚĂƐƉŝĞĐĞĚƚŚĞ
narrative together in hindsight, with his memories of what his brothers were like at 
school formed through narratives created by his teachers and parents. This is alluded 
to below as Cameron uses his structural position as the youngest sibling, and 
particularly his distance from his brothers in age, to make sense of why he has been 
ĂďůĞƚŽĂǀŽŝĚƐƵĐĐƵŵďŝŶŐƚŽ ‘dŚĞ^ŝŵŵŽŶĚƐ ?ŽǁŶĨĂůůĂƚzĞĂƌEŝŶĞ ? P 
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/ƚŚŝŶŬŝƚ ?ƐƚŚĞŵŝĚĚůĞŽŶĞŬŝŶĚĂĐŽƉŝĞƐƚŚĞŽůĚĞƌŽŶĞĐŽƐƚŚĞǇ ?ƌĞƉƌĞƚƚǇĐůŽƐĞĂŐĞƐ ?ƚŚĞǇ ?ƌĞ
ŬŝŶĚŽĨ ?ƚŚĞǇ ?ƌĞƉƌĂĐƚŝĐĂůůǇƚŚĞƐĂŵĞǇĞĂƌ ?ƚŚĞǇŐŽƚŚƌŽƵŐŚƚŚĞƐĂŵĞƐƚƵĨĨ ?ƵƚŵĞ ?ĐŽƐ/
ĚŝĚŶ ?ƚƌĞĂůůǇŐŽƚŽƐĐŚŽŽůǁŝƚŚĞŝƚŚĞƌŽĨƚŚĞŵ.. ?/ĚŝĚŶ ?ƚĐŽƉǇĂŶǇƚŚŝŶŐƚŚĞǇĚŝĚ ?/ĚŝĚŶ ?ƚ
know what they got up to at school. I knew to an extent what they got up to in school but 
ŽƚŚĞƌƚŚĂŶƚŚĂƚ/ĚŝĚŶ ?ƚŬŶŽǁƐŽ/ǁĂƐƚŽƚĂůůǇĚŝĨĨĞƌĞŶƚďĞĐĂƵƐĞ/ŶĞǀĞƌŐŽƚƚŽƐĞĞǁŚĂƚ
ƚŚĞǇǁĞƌĞůŝŬĞ ?ŶĚ/ĚŝĚŶ ?ƚǁĂŶŶĂŬŶŽǁǁŚĂƚƚŚĞǇǁĞƌůŝŬĞ ? 
 
Although here Cameron is explaining that he is different from his brothers because he 
did not know much about their school selves, it is clear from the earlier extract that in 
fact he is also different because he does know and his knowledge is of a narrative of 
how failure occurs which Cameron uses as a foil now. 
 
Most younger siblings in the sample spoke of imagining their future in relation to an 
older sibling in terms of wishing to replicate success. Some however, like Cameron, 
talked more in terms of learning from mistakes. Thus, through their position as the 
youngest sibling, young people are sometimes able to use the hindsight acquired 
vicariously through piecing togetŚĞƌ ƚŚĞ ĐĂƵƐĞƐ ŽĨ ŽůĚĞƌ ƐŝďůŝŶŐƐ ? ĞĚƵĐĂƚŝŽŶĂů
outcomes, in order to gain foresight (an ability to predict their own future trajectory 
and alter their behaviour accordingly).  
 
This acquisition of both hindsight and foresight is brought about by the temporal and 
domestic proximities experienced by many siblings who grow up together in the same 
household and can help younger siblings to orientate themselves successfully towards 
their future educational transitions and perform well in the classroom. Older siblings 
can provide a  ‘ƌŽƵƚĞ ŵĂƉ ? ƚŽ ĂĚƵůƚŚŽŽĚ ? ĂĐƚŝŶŐ ĂƐ Ă ŐƵŝĚĞ ĨŽƌ ǇŽƵŶŐĞƌ ƐŝďůŝŶŐƐ ŝŶ
identifying and negotiating phases of their educational careers ĂŶĚƚŚŝƐ ‘ƌŽƵƚĞŵĂƉ ?
ĐĂŶ ďĞ ĂĐĐĞƐƐĞĚ ďǇ ǇŽƵŶŐĞƌ ƐŝďůŝŶŐƐ ǀŝĐĂƌŝŽƵƐůǇ ? ƌĞŐĂƌĚůĞƐƐ ŽĨ ƚŚĞ  ‘ƋƵĂůŝƚǇ ? ŽĨ ƚŚĞ
relationship or the intentions of their older sibling. Furthermore, the influence of 
ĂŵĞƌŽŶ ?Ɛsignificantly older brothers demonstrates the lasting stickiness of 
siblingship in the context of education. Of course it is also possible for older siblings 
to gain foresight and hindsight from younger siblings who, for example, might inspire 
them to apply to, or critique the value of, university or to re-sit exams (Heath, Fuller 
and Johnston 2010). Crucially, this paper demonstrates that siblings are not just 
another form of influence to be considered alongside that of friends or family more 
generally but rather that they offer a particular temporal and domestic proximity 
which  ‘ƐƚŝĐŬƐ ?ǁŝƚŚǇŽƵŶŐƉĞŽƉůĞ ?ĞǀĞŶŝĨƚŚĞǇĚŽŶŽƚƉŚǇƐŝĐĂůůǇĂƚƚĞŶĚƚŚĞƐĂŵĞƐĐŚŽŽů
at the same time.  
 
Conclusion 
dŚŝƐĂƌƚŝĐůĞŚĂƐĂĚĚƌĞƐƐĞĚĂŶŽŵŝƐƐŝŽŶŝŶĐƵƌƌĞŶƚƵŶĚĞƌƐƚĂŶĚŝŶŐƐŽĨǇŽƵŶŐƉĞŽƉůĞ ?Ɛ
experiences of and orientations towards education by demonstrating the significance 
of sibling relationships in shaping their schooling. This is important because siblings 
ŝŶĨůƵĞŶĐĞǇŽƵŶŐƉĞŽƉůĞ ?ƐĞĚƵĐĂƚŝŽŶĂů ũŽƵƌŶĞǇƐŝŶƉƌŽĨŽƵŶĚǁĂǇƐ and I have argued 
that siblingship is characterised by proximities which make the influence of siblings 
distinct from that of other relationships. Following Smart (2007) it has been proposed 
ƚŚĂƚƚŚĞƐĞƉƌŽǆŝŵŝƚŝĞƐĂƌĞ ‘ƐƚŝĐŬǇ ?ŝŶƚŚĞƐĞŶƐĞƚŚĂƚƚŚĞǇ ‘ĨŽůůŽǁ ?ǇŽƵŶŐƉĞŽƉůĞĂƐƚŚĞǇ
move between the contexts of home and school and through time as they progress 
ƚŚƌŽƵŐŚ ƚŚĞ ĞĚƵĐĂƚŝŽŶ ƐǇƐƚĞŵ ? dŚŝƐ  ‘ƐƚŝĐŬŝŶĞƐƐ ? ĂůƐŽŵĞĂŶƐ ƚŚĂƚ ƚŚĞ ŝŶĨůƵĞŶĐĞ ŽĨ
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ƐŝďůŝŶŐƐĐĂŶŶŽƚĞĂƐŝůǇďĞ ‘ƐŚĂŬĞŶŽĨĨ ?, remaining important regardless of the nature of 
the sibling relationship. The paper has argued that sibling relationships are also 
ĐŚĂƌĂĐƚĞƌŝƐĞĚ ďǇ ƉƌŽǆŝŵŝƚŝĞƐ ŝŶ ƚŚĞ ƐĞŶƐĞ ƚŚĂƚ ƚŚĞǇ ĐĂŶ ďĞ  ‘ŶĞĂƌ ? ĞŶŽƵŐŚ ƚŽ ďĞ
influential even if siblings are not physically at school together. It has been 
demonstrated that siblings can influence one another through social norms about 
what they ought to do for one another, resulting in older siblings often offering 
support to younger brothers or sisters at school. It has also been shown how other 
people can bring siblings into close proximity through the forming of assumptions 
about their relatedness. These assumptions are tied up with resemblances between 
siblings which often have an evidential nature and, in highlighting how these physical 
traits affect the ways siblings are perceived and treated, the paper brings an 
understanding of the corporeality of siblingship to relational conceptualisations of 
education. We have also seen how siblings are proximate in the literal sense of 
growing up physically close to one another, ůĞĂƌŶŝŶŐĨƌŽŵŽŶĞĂŶŽƚŚĞƌ ?ƐĞǆƉĞƌŝĞŶĐĞƐ ? 
 
dŚĞƐŵĂůůŶƵŵďĞƌŽĨƐƚƵĚŝĞƐƚŚĂƚŚĂǀĞůŽŽŬĞĚĂƚƚŚĞƌŽůĞŽĨƐŝďůŝŶŐƐŝŶǇŽƵŶŐƉĞŽƉůĞ ?Ɛ
educational journeys have largely conceptualised these relationships as providers of 
social capital, focusing on the advantages that siblings can bring to one another. This 
paper has illustrated the complexities of the influence of siblings, indicating ways 
siblings can be advantageous in terms of helping young people to orientate 
themselves appropriately towards the temporality of the UK education system and in 
terms of the provision of day-to-day support as well as disadvantageous, in terms of 
ƚŚĞ ‘ƌƵďďŝŶŐŽĨĨ ?ŽĨŶĞŐĂƚŝǀĞƌĞƉƵƚĂƚŝŽŶs and the ambivalence experienced by older 
siblings responsible for the provision of help. ^ŵĂƌƚ ?Ɛ ŶŽƚŝŽŶ ŽĨ ĞŵďĞĚĚĞĚŶĞƐƐ ĂƐ
 ‘ŶĞŝƚŚĞƌĂ ŐŽŽĚŶŽƌĂďĂĚƋƵĂůŝƚǇ ? ? ? ? ? ? P45) captures these complexities, accounting 
for how the proximities associated with being or having a brother or sister can have a 
range of positive and negative consequences at school. It is also important to consider 
contradictions in the ways sibling relationships are lived and perceived in different 
spaces with the more formal public space of school denoting a sense of obligation 
between siblings whilst also being a space where young people may seek to distance 
themselves from their brothers and sisters. This paper has highlighted how the 
informal aspects of sibling relationships in the home can spill over into the institutional 
and formal space of school. 
 
A key feature of the  ‘sticky ? proximities between siblings is that older siblings exert 
more influence on their younger siblings than vice versa be that through social 
ƐƵƉƉŽƌƚ ? ƚŚĞ  ‘ƌƵďďŝŶŐŽĨĨ ?ŽĨ ƌĞƉƵƚĂƚŝŽŶŽƌĂ ůŽŶŐŝƚƵĚŝŶĂů ǀĂŶƚĂŐĞƉŽŝŶƚ ĨŽƌǀŝĞǁŝŶŐ
ŽŶĞ ?ƐĞĚƵĐĂƚŝŽŶĂů ũŽƵƌŶĞǇ ?This does not mean that birth order positions should be 
understood as static or prescribed. Indeed, Punch (2005) emphasises fluidity in her 
study of siblingship where interviews with children in their homes highlighted the 
negotiated nature and changeable experiences of being the youngest, middle or 
oldest sibling. Rather, the organisation of school by age places older siblings in a 
unique position of influence and the focus upon education in this study captures a 
particular life course moment, likely encouraging participants to contemplate their 
sibling relationships in terms of age. The older siblings who participated, or who were 
mentioned by participants, had had more time in secondary education to accumulate 
knowledge and experience than their younger brothers and sisters and, although 
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younger siblings may not be able to reciprocate the transference of support and 
knowledge at this moment in time, they may be able to do so in the future. 
Furthermore, birth order is often far from straightforward and many young people 
who took part in the study had complex configurations of full, half and step siblings 
meaning their birth order position changed both throughout their life course as well 
as when traversing multiple parental homes. Of course, there are also cultural and 
ethnic differences in the ways sibling relationships are conceptualised and practiced 
(see for example Chamberlain (1999) on siblingship in the Caribbean and Song (1997) 
on British Chinese siblings) and these complexities implicate the gendered nature of 
sibling roles. Whilst there has not been space to fully explore the interactions between 
social class and sibling influences, the schools and youth clubs attended by 
participants hint at the social locations of young people in the sample and it has been 
demonstrated how the experience of siblingship and its reputational implications are 
ŵĞĚŝĂƚĞĚďǇǇŽƵŶŐƉĞŽƉůĞ ?ƐĞĐŽŶŽŵŝĐĂŶĚĐůĂƐƐ-based circumstances. 
 
In emphasising sibling relationships it is important not to neglect the myriad of other 
relational influences ƚŚĂƚ ĂĨĨĞĐƚ ǇŽƵŶŐ ƉĞŽƉůĞ ?Ɛ ĞĚƵĐĂƚŝŽŶĂů ĞǆƉĞƌŝĞŶĐĞƐ ĂŶĚ
trajectories. Indeed, siblings are often implicated in each ŽƚŚĞƌ ?Ɛ friendship groups 
and sibling relationships and identities themselves are constructed within the politics 
of wider familial networks (Davies 2015). However, there is also something unique 
about sibling relationships, which have not received the same level of attention within 
the sociologies of education and of family as other key relationships such as with 
parents and friends. This paper has indicated how the relational and temporal  ‘ƐƚŝĐŬǇ ?
proximities characterising many sibling relationships means they can affect young 
ƉĞŽƉůĞ ?ƐĞĚƵĐĂƚŝŽŶĂůũŽƵƌŶĞǇƐŝŶprofound ways. 
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i The data point to the theoretical significance of siblingship and are thus applicable beyond the 
temporal and regional context of the study.  
 
ii UK Secondary Education covers years 7-11 (age 11-15).  
 
iii Many teachers who I met during the course of the research spoke of making assumptions about 
resemblances between siblings. 
 
iv Cameron is white British and from a lower middle class family. 
                                                        
